7 February 2021, 2nd before Lent

Proverbs 8:1, 22-31; Colossians 1: 15-20; 

Psalm 104: 26 -end; John 1: 1-14 

Ashdon zoom 2021
1.
Songs from the musicals

This week we heard of the death of Christopher Plummer, whom we all remember from his starring role in the Sound of Music. About ten years ago, I constructed a church service based upon music from the musicals. It was the end of a weekend flower festival, when all the displays illustrated some songs from the shows. I wonder if I asked you to choose a song from the musicals that spoke of the Christian faith what you would suggest? ‘Climb every mountain’ perhaps? Or ‘Love Changes everything’ from ‘Aspects of Love’. Perhaps ‘You’ll never walk alone’ from Carousel?  These were all included, but so too was a choice that may at first seem strange: ‘Show me’ from My Fair Lady. If you saw the show or remember the story, you will know that Eliza Dolittle, the cockney flower seller being taught elocution and passed off as a ‘lady’, is sick of words. When her suitor declares his love for her, she responds with this song – telling him that she has enough of words, and he needs to show her his love.

This song has no religious sub-plot: it is about human love, or declarations of it. It does not profess to have a profound message except in the context of the story, yet it seems to me that it is applicable to us now as we think about the readings set for today.
2.
Our readings

They are beautiful readings and warrant deep study. In many ways they sum up the good news of our gospel: who Jesus was and is and that he was with God from the beginning of the world. This theme is amplified in our Old Testament readings from Proverbs, which speaks of the gifts of wisdom (often identified with the Holy Spirit), and how she too was part of creation. And the psalm set for this morning is about God the creator and provider. Our themes today range from the creation of the world, through the coming of Jesus and his significance for us and for all mankind.
Despite the beauty and importance of these passages, they leave me feeling a little like Eliza Dolittle. The magnificent phrases that we know and love can so easily be simply words that give vague comfort but little else. Importantly, what Jesus did was to SHOW the love of God in action. It is perhaps ironic that the evangelist John refers to Jesus as ‘the word’. The song I referred to is one where the singer declares herself sick of words, yet Jesus is so much more than words. He is the word made flesh, the word in action. Love does indeed change everything, but it is a slippery concept. The love that Jesus demonstrated challenges all contemporary cosy notions of love. And in the end it showed the lengths to which love will go for the beloved. In her song, Eliza is simply asking for a physical demonstration of love, yet Jesus demonstrates love in a much fuller way, not simply for one person, but for us all, and tells us that this is what God is like.
3.
The picture on the jigsaw box

If you have read the reflection in the Grapevine, you will have read Andy Colebrooke’s image of Jesus as the picture on the box of a jigsaw, though he points out that the flesh and blood reality is better than any picture. Yet this image too helps us, since our readings tell us that ‘in him all things hold together’ (Col 1: 17).

The picture on the box helps us to make sense of all the little pieces of a jigsaw, and in a similar way, Jesus offers us the key to understanding what it means to be truly human. The more that we think about Jesus and get to now him through the words of scripture and through prayer and spiritual connection with Him, the more we being to see how the untidy bits and pieces of life; the big questions and the little sins begin to make some kind of sense. In the person of Jesus we see God, as our reading tells us he is the ‘image of the invisible God’ (Col 1: 15).
This is not simply an image that we look at and wonder. It is not simply something that helps us to make sense of life – though Jesus, as the image of the invisible God, as the word made flesh, does do that.

For he would draw us into relationship with his Father, with that God whom we see through Him. There is here a purpose and a promise. For we learn that Jesus gives us ‘power to become children of God’. (John 1: 12) The love that he demonstrates is not an impossible ideal; it is a love that draws us in, that wants to include us as beloved children, however imperfectly we ourselves live or love. That is a wonderful and incredible invitation.

And the more we are drawn into that love, the more we see God’s likeness in all fellow creatures, despite our flaws and theirs. As Paul frequently reminds us, our human ability to love is incomplete. Our efforts are worthy but never entirely successful. Yet the more we absorb and follow Christ and look to his example, and claim his  promises, the more we grow like him .
“Show me’ may be a rather strange and imperfect song to use to describe what Jesus means to us, but he is indeed the one who shows us what God is like. Yes, we speak of him as ‘The Word’ but this is far from empty words, but ‘the word made flesh’ God himself in human form.


Amen

O worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness
Faithful vigil ended
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